Melatonin for treatment of sundowning in elderly persons with dementia - a preliminary study.
This pilot study investigated the impact of melatonin administration as a clinical intervention for improving sleep and alleviating sundowning in 11 elderly nursing home residents who suffer from dementia. Melatonin is a hormone produced and secreted by the pineal gland in response to darkness, which plays a major role in the induction and regulation of sleep. Melatonin production decreases with age. Age-related sleep disorders are frequently associated with disruption of circadian cycle rhythms, and sometimes with 'sundowning'. Sundowning refers to the manifestation of agitation and/or confusion in the evening hours. Agitation has been linked to sleep disorders. Analysis revealed a significant decrease in agitated behaviors in all three shifts, and a significant decrease in daytime sleepiness. There was a nonsignificant decrease in latency (time to fall asleep) during the evening shift and no significant changes were reported in night-time sleep ratings. The results of this study are important, because finding ways of decreasing sundowning in elderly persons may improve their well being, alleviate the burden of the caregivers, and even enable caregiving in a less restrictive environment.